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THIS ISSUE OF RIVISTA INTERNAZIONALE DI 

FILOSOFIA E PSICOLOGIA will offer a section 
on Leadership Studies which presents a 
selection of studies by some of the most 
authoritative scholars in the field. Its aim is to 
offer material for a reflection in a discipline 
that has been often restricted into the field of 
Organization Studies but on the contrary 
provides challenging interdisciplinary connec-
tions. I first provide a very short and income-
plete survey of the discipline by highlighting 
the most important contributions in the field. 
The aim of this introduction is to provide a 
sort of compass for the reader who is not 
familiar with leadership studies before intro-
ducing in detail the contributions to this spe-
cial section.   

Leadership Studies is a relatively new 
discipline that is growing at a fast rate around 
the world. It stems from disciplines revolving 
around Organization Sciences despite its 
philosophical roots; Plato’s Republic, Ari-
stotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Sun Tzu’s Art of 
War, and Machiavelli’s The Prince are usually 
recognized as the bedrocks of this discipline. 
Leadership set to become central academic 
field in the future for a variety of reasons. The 
increasing impact of private organizations in 
the economicl and cultural fabric of the world; 
organizations are indeed playing a leading role 
in the process of globalization. Organizations 

need leaders able to guide them through 
diverse challenges, such as cross-cultural 
management, crisis management, and so on. 
Moreover, as will be better explained in this 
introduction, normative issues are becoming 
more and more fundamental for defining the 
expected personal characteristics exhibited by 
a leader. Recent business scandals have shown 
how the ethical conduct of organizations 
(private or public) has become a central 
concern.1 Political leadership is another 
important topic Leadership Studies investi-
gates; growing acknowledgement of the im-
portance of ethics in this area alone could 
already explain why this discipline is beco-
ming so fundamental relevance not only from 
a theoretical but especially from a practical 
perspective.  

Finally, from a meta-theoretical level, 
Leadership Studies, more than other disci-
plines, is emerging as a deeply multidisci-
plinary field; for this reason, it is likely to 
pioneer the way in which future academic 
interests will be shaped.     

As an academic area of inquiry, the study 
of leadership has been of interest to scholars 
from a wide variety of disciplinary back-
grounds. Today, Leadership Studies, has be-
come one of the fastest growing academic 
fields in higher education being studied within 
some of the more established and traditional 

Forum 

 

A. Marturano - Dipartimento di Scienze e Tecnologie della Formazione, Università di Roma “Tor Vergata”, via 
Orazio Raimondo 18 - 00173 Roma, Italia () 

E-mail: a.marturano@lettere.uniroma2.it 

Creative Commons - Attribuzione - 4.0 Internazionale 



A Short Journey Through the Unknown Life of Leadership Studies  

 

327 

academic disciplines such as engineering, 
education, and medicine. Most of these 
academic programs have been designed to be 
multidisciplinary in nature-drawing upon 
theories and applications from related fields 
such as sociology, psychology, history, phi-
losophy, and management. 

There is no established definition of 
Leadership; studies have demonstrated no 
agreement about its definition leading to what 
is referred as “the definition problem” in 
Leadership Studies.2 However, management 
guru Peter Drucker, proposed a definition 
which is called the “minimal definition of 
leadership”3 that famously states «The only 
definition of a leader is someone who has 
followers».4 Therefore, Leadership is under-
stood as a discipline in which the fundamental 
elements are: the organization, (at least) a 
leader and followers. 
 
█ The first garden 
 
It is possible to group Leadership Studies in 
three main categories, each related to a domi-
nant disciplinary paradigm: Leadership as 
personality, leadership as behavior and action, 
and leadership as a symbol.5 Trait theories 
were the leading paradigm of the first catego-
ry. In its earliest form this theory provided an 
easy explanation for the complex set of indi-
vidual characteristics that together form a 
leader.6 The origins of Trait theories are 
found in several classics such as The Odyssey 
and Iliad and the so-called Great Man Theory 
started with Thomas Carlyle7 and Ralph Wal-
do Emerson.8 Reemergence of the Trait Theo-
ry in more recent times (1940) were conduct-
ed by several authors in the United States.9 
Trait Theory was further developed during 
the 80s showing that while no set of traits 
could guarantee an individual’s raise to leader-
ship in any given situation, the possession of 
certain traits make it more likely that a person 
will be granted or assigned a leadership posi-
tion. These characteristics have much in 
common with the qualities previously associ-
ated with great men in Great Men theories 

such as physical features, personality factors, 
education and skills. However, exactly which 
of these characteristics a leader should possess 
is something that is considered to change con-
tinuously across time and seems related more 
to how a leader is perceived by his/her follow-
ers rather than to his or her real characteris-
tics. Trait theories have started debates on 
some “philosophical-like que-stions” about 
leadership, such as whether leaders are made 
or born (which is related to leadership charac-
teristics) and about the nature of charisma, 
raising what eventually became perennial que-
stions in the field. 
 
█ Send one your leadership 
 
Leadership as behavior and action is linked to 
leadership style theories which are concerned 
with the behavior or behavioral patterns of 
leaders. These theories are very popular10 and 
often go beyond a description of the behav-
ioral pattern of leaders to offer explanations 
for the cause of leadership styles and their 
consequences in terms of effectiveness.11 
Starting in 1945, the Ohio State University 
Leadership Studies of Leadership Behaviors 
sought to identify the observable behaviors of 
leaders instead of identifying personality 
traits. Using data collected by interviews, ob-
servation and questionnaires; the results 
showed that two factors accounted for most of 
the variance. These two factors were labeled 
Consideration and Initiating Structure. The 
first reflects the extent to which a leader ex-
hibits concern for the welfare of the members 
of the group. This factor is oriented towards 
interpersonal relationships, mutual trust and 
friendship. This leadership style is people-
oriented. The latter reflects the extent to 
which an individual is likely to define and 
structure her role and those of her subordi-
nates toward goals attainment. This leader-
ship style is task-oriented.12 These are the ex-
tremes between which the behavior of manag-
ers ranges; indeed, managers are neither just 
task-oriented nor just people-oriented.   

Several questionnaires and instruments for 
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measuring leadership qualities followed the 
original Ohio State University Leadership 
Studies of Leadership Behaviors research and 
led to two different and opposed views of the 
relationship between leadership and effective-
ness: R.R. Blake and J.S. Mouton (creators of 
the famous Managerial Grid) have claimed 
that there is just one best leadership style – 
team management –13 while F. Fiedler claimed 
that leadership behavior must be adjusted to a 
given situation to create organizational effec-
tiveness (Contingency Model).14 While con-
tingency theories have been a valuable in un-
derstanding leadership behaviors, there has 
been criticism of the approach including its 
limited conceptualization of leadership and 
insufficient empirical support for its models, a 
failure to distinguish between the behavior of 
managers and leaders behaviors, and over-
simplification of the options available to lead-
ers and the situations leaders might face.15 
This standpoint gave rise to further discipli-
nary research programmes; notably the path-
goal theory16 and leader-follower exchange17 
theories. 

 
█ Same old methodological problems 

 
Leadership in this context is seen as the 

way in which leaders or their actions are 
perceived by followers. Two streams are 
linked to this research programme: trans-
formational, transforming and transactional 
theories and the leadership ethics approach.  

James MacGregor Burns in his seminal 
book Leadership18 started this research pro-
gramme by proposing a normative conception 
of Leadership, which he calls transforming 
leadership. Transforming leadership is nor-
mative in the sense that it does not intend to 
simply describe how leaders in fact behave 
but, rather, prescribes how they ought to 
behave. This proposal far from being trivial in 
Leadership Studies, revealed a philosophical 
or methodological puzzle that had passed 
unnoticed through the discipline’s earlier 
history; past leadership scholars were indeed 
ambiguous regarding whether they were 

proposing a descriptive or a normative theory 
of leadership. This ambiguity led to a number 
of internal contradictions in much the same 
way as ambiguities between question of ethics 
and law in normative reasoning lead to ethical 
and legal fallacies. D. Hume famously warned 
about passing from is statements to ought sta-
tements (later labeled the Is-Ought Fallacy);19 
almost every major contribution to leadership 
studies indeed move quickly from analyzing 
what leadership is to asserting a model of how 
it gets done, and thence to prescriptions for 
what leaders should do, and all too often these 
kinds of studies start at the end, with value 
laden notions of what ought to be the case.20 

According to Burns, transforming leader-
ship aims at moving beyond people’s wants 
and wishes, thereby engaging their real needs 
and values. Burns argues that transforming 
leadership is the capacity to transcend the 
claims of the multiplicity of everyday wants, 
needs and expectations by raising both 
leaders and followers «to higher levels of 
motivation and morality».21 Burns contra-
sted transforming leadership to the more 
common, transactional varieties of leader-
ship characterized in terms of the notion of 
exchange which could be economic, political 
or psychological. According to Price, the 
morality associated with transactional leader-
ship is thus an ethics of choice and indivi-
dualism that characterizes the market and 
contemporary politics.22 

Bernard M. Bass further elaborated on 
Burn’s dichotomy between transforming and 
transactional leadership arguing that they are 
not on two opposite ends of the spectrum but 
are separate concepts. According to Bass, the 
best leaders are indeed both transformational 
and transactional. Finally transactional and 
leader-follower exchange theories are com-
monly understood as a step beyond the do-
minant “leader-oriented” approaches which 
focus on the leader’s actions and attitudes. 
Such theories while they not focus on the 
normative-ethical elements of leadership, 
and in spite of their behaviorist assumptions 
have the advantage of shifting the meaning 
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of leadership from the unique role of leaders 
to a holistic vision of leader-followers inter-
action although they limit such interaction to 
that of “rational agents” ignoring complex 
emotional factors and social values.23    

Finally leadership ethics emerged as a 
distinct area of applied ethics and leadership 
studies in mid 90s. It is not strictly speaking an 
area of professional ethics since leaders face 
additional challenges because their work is not 
professionally regulated as is the job of an 
engineer or a lawyer. In particular ethical 
leadership studies are concerned with the 
relation between ethical behavior and effect-
tiveness in leadership as it seems that leaders 
cannot always be at the same times ethical and 
effective.24 According to pioneer leadership 
ethical scholar Joanne Ciulla, ethical leader-
ship is based on a leader-follower relation that 
consists of an ongoing dialogue about values. 
The quality of all aspects of leadership rest on 
how well leaders promote the end values of 
liberty, justice, equality and happiness. These 
are lofty moral standards, but the relationship 
between what leaders are and what they 
should be is the main point of studying 
leadership.25 

 
█ Outside this introduction 

 
In this section we offer a selection of three 

papers. These papers address different leader-
ship topics yet focusing on the multidi-
sciplinary nature of Leadership Studies. 
Indeed the authors included in this section 
will debate a topic dealing with psychology 
and morality, ethics and organization studies, 
literature and the emerging field of tran-
shumanist studies. 

The first paper is written by the most 
eminent leadership ethics scholar, Joanne 
Ciulla, a founding faculty member of the 
Jepson School of Leadership, the leading 
world institution in Leadership Studies. Ciulla, 
argues that it is reasonable to make attri-
butions about a leader’s character based on 
minor incidents such as kicking a dog. Her 
paper begins with a short review of the 

relevant literature from leadership studies and 
social psychology on how our prototypes of 
leaders affect the attributions we make about 
them. Then the paper examines the role of 
virtues, habits, and dispositional statements to 
show why a minor action such as kicking a 
dog can offer – through the lens of semiotics – 
fundamental insight into a leader’s moral 
character.  

Alan Preti, Director of the Institute for 
Ethical Leadership and Social Responsibility 
at Rosemont College, Pennsylvania, addresses 
a more practical topic. Preti claims that moral 
imagination is often viewed as a necessary 
condition for ethical leadership on account of 
its role in managerial decision-making and 
organizational management. Preti, through-
out the article argues that an extension of 
“moral imagination” beyond this limited 
context can shed light on recent reconcep-
tualizations of the nature of business and the 
relationship between business and society 
proffered by several well-known business 
leaders. Preti, finally, suggests that an account 
of moral imagination which takes into consi-
deration its contribution to the development 
of a morally deeper and broader perspective 
and its bearing on character is of particular 
value for business leaders. 

Jana Vizmuller-Zocco, Associate Professor 
in Senior Scholar at the Italian Studies, 
Department of Languages, Literatures and 
Linguistics, York University in her contribu-
tion Science Fiction and Ontologies of Leader-
ship, aims at to answering to the following 
question:  What happens to (the nature of) 
leadership in a technologically-driven society? 
Four novels form the backbone of the de-
scription of futuristic leadership. The four 
conclusions drawn from this analysis regard-
ing the nature of leadership in a technolo-
gically-driven society point to the need for 
leadership studies to pay much greater 
attention to the impact of technological 
advances and the philosophical implications 
of transhumanism. The impact of nano-bio-
technology affects the role of leaders, fol-
lowers, goals, directions, alignment and 
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commitment and also has ontological reper-
cussions for the way in which (augmented and 
unaugmented) humans will deal with each 
other. If early augmented humans/cyborgs 
and any other sentient beings are in fact 
comparable to Giambattista Vico’s brutes, and 
if his corsi e ricorsi  (ebbs and flows) of human 
history can be applied to to the history of non-
human, sentient beings’ history, then the work 
is cut out for all disciplines, but especially for 
those which deal with ontologies of 
leadership. 
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